
NEW TREE PLANTING 

The ideal time to plant a tree is when it is in a dormant condition, either in the fall, after leaves have 

dropped, or in early spring before bud-break. Weather conditions at these times are generally cool, and 

allow plants to establish new roots prior to having to endure the hot, dry conditions of summer. If trees 

have been properly cared for in the nursery or garden center, you should be able to plant a potted or ball 

& burlap (B&B) tree nearly any time during the growing season. Before you begin planting your tree, be 

sure you have had all underground utilities located prior to digging the hole. Call your local utility services 

at least 2 days prior to digging. (Usually 1-800-424-5555 in MT). 

DIG A SHALLOW, BROAD PLANTING HOLE. Make the hole approximately three times the width of the 

root ball, but only as deep as the root ball. You should have a minimum of 12" inches of loosened soil on 

all sides of the root ball. It is important to make the hole wide, as new roots will expand more quickly into 

loose soil. Most urban soils are compacted and unsuitable for healthy root growth. 

IDENTIFY THE TRUNK FLARE. The trunk flare is the part of the trunk where the roots spread out at the 

base of the tree. This point should be visible after the tree has been planted. If the trunk flare is not 

visible, you may have to remove some soil from the top of the root ball prior to planting the tree. This is 

critical in determining how deep the hole should be for proper planting. (See illustration above). Having 

good root structure with trunk flare at top of root ball starts with picking good plant material at the nursery. 

REMOVE THE POT OR CONTAINER FROM AROUND THE SOIL BALL. If planting a B&B tree with a 

wire basket, cut the bottom out of the basket prior to placing the tree into the hole. It will be easier to 

remove the basket from the root ball prior to backfilling if you only have to cut the sides of the basket after 

it is in the hole. 

PLACE THE TREE AT THE PROPER DEPTH. Before putting the tree in the hole, check to see that the 

hole has been dug to the proper depth. The majority of the roots on a newly planted tree will develop 

within the top 12" inches of soil. If the tree is planted too deep, new roots may not develop due to lack of 

oxygen. It is better to plant the tree slightly high (1" to 2" above the base of the trunk flare), than to plant it 

at or below the original growing level. This will allow for some settling. To avoid damage when setting the 

tree into the hole, always lift the tree by the root ball, never by the trunk. 

STRAIGHTEN THE TREE IN THE HOLE. Before you begin backfilling, view the tree from several 

directions to confirm it is straight. Once you have begun to backfill, it is difficult to reposition. 

FILL THE HOLE WITH SOIL. Fill the hole about 1/3 full and gently (but firmly) tamp the soil around the 

base of the root ball. At this time, the wire basket can be removed, and all string and wire should be 

removed from around the trunk. Fill the remainder of the hole, taking care to pack the soil to eliminate air 

pockets that could cause roots to dry out. Water tamping (adding soil and settling it with water) is ideal 

and is a great way to remove air pockets. 

STAKE THE TREE (IF NECESSARY). If the tree is firm within the soil ball, and the top is generally in 

proportion to the size of the root ball, staking may not be necessary. Studies have shown that trees will 

establish more quickly and develop stronger trunk and root systems if they are not staked at the time of 

planting. However, protective staking may be required on sites where lawn mower damage, vandalism or 

windy conditions are concerns. Support staking and ties should be removed after one growing season. A 

wide, flexible tying material should be used so that injury to the trunk is minimized. 

MULCH THE BASE OF THE TREE. Mulch is simply organic matter applied to the base of the tree. It 

serves to hold moisture, moderate soil temperatures, reduce competition from grasses and weed and 



reduces mechanical injury from mowers and string trimmers. A two to four inch thick layer is ideal. Care 

should be taken not to cover the trunk of the tree with mulch, as it can cause decay of the bark at the 

base of the tree. 

FOLLOW UP CARE. Keep the soil moist, but not soaked. Over watering will cause leaves to turn yellow 

or fall off. Water trees at least once a week (unless significant rain is received), and more frequently 

during hot, dry weather. When the soil is dry beneath the surface of the mulch, it is time to water. Other 

follow-up care may include minor pruning of branches that were damaged during the planting process. 

Wait to begin corrective pruning until after the first season of growth in the new location. 

FERTILIZATION IS NOT RECOMMENDED DURING THE FIRST GROWING SEASON. LOW 

NITROGEN, SLOW RELEASE FERTILIZER IS SUGGESTED FOR FERTILIZATION IN SUBSEQUENT 

YEARS. 

For all tree planting, grantee must follow ANSI A300 Standards (American National Standards 

Institute), & Best Management Practices to Tree Planting - a companion publication to ANSI 

A300. 

 


